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TEACHING STUDENTS WITH SPECIAL NEEDS IN
VOCATIONAL AND REGULAR EDUCATION: ARE CERTIFICATION
REQUIREMENTS ADEQUATE?

Karen H. Jones and Rhonda S. Black

Vocational and regular education teachers are seeing increasing numbers of students with
special needs in their classrooms. Special needs students include those students with disabilities,
economic and educational disadvantages, and minority backgrounds. "Minority youth are considered
a special population group, not because of their skin color or religiIOus affiliation or cultural beliefs,
but rather because of the lack of opportunities and support historically made available to them"
(Rojewski & Miller, 1991, p. 25). The following illustrate a number of demographic changes
affecting the current and future student population:

¢ Nearly one of every five children under the age of 18 lives in poverty (Leidentrost, 1993)

and by the year 2001, half of a/l children will Ihave spent a portion of their childhood living

in poverty (Conference Board,f'1987).

e Thirty percent of students in grades X to 12 are educationally disadvantaged due to

poverty, cultural obstacles, or linguistic barriers (Apolloni, Feichtner, & West, 1991).

e Approximately 10 percent of children in school have been diagnosed with a disability

which requires special education services (Maddy-Bernstein & Rojewski, 1992).
In fact, the number of students with special needs in the general school population is greater than at
any time in our nation’s history ((Maddy-Bernstein & Rojewski, 1992).

What does this mean for the educator? It means that regular and vocational teachers are
going to have students with very diverse learning needs in their classrooms.

¢ Seventy percent of students with disabilities will spend a substantial part of the school day

in a regular classroom (Lakin & Reynolds, 1983; Ysseldyke & Algozzine 1990).

e Seventy-eight percent of students with disabilities who took vocational courses in their most

recent school year took at least one of those courses in a regular education setting (Wagner,

1991).

¢ Students with disadvantages, disabilities, and limited Englisﬁ proficiency represent 20% of

all the students enreiled in vocational education (Phelps & .Toh‘nson, 1551).

Several studies have reported the need for vocational and regular educators to receive more
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practical experience with and information ai)out students with special needs in their preservice training
programs (Crisci, 1981; Eagle, Choy, Hoachlander, Stoddard, & Tuma, 1987; Sarkees & West,
1590; Vier; 1990). According to Retish and Greenan (1991), regular education teachers "indicate that
they have neither the time nor the skills to teach mainstreamed special needs students” (p. 29).
Teachers often do not have the knowledge and skiils to meet the needs of students from special
populations due to a lack of training in specific intervention strategies during their preservice
coursework (Wood, 1989). This is also true for vocational teachers.

Vocational education personnel generally prepare to wbrk with students without disabilities
and littte or no emphasis is given to training in developing strategiés to enhance the successtul
inclusion of students with disabilities (Okolo & Sitlington, 1948; Sarkees & West, :990; Vier, 1990).
In one study, vocational educators indicated that their preservice training was inadequate with regards
to teaching special needs students.CRojewski, 1990). According to Hing-McGowan (1994) vocational

teachers also feel overwhelmed by the diversity of their students and are not prepared to teach to that
diversity.

-

Reports such as thesg indicate that classroom teachers have nor been adequately prepared to
work with students with disabilities, disadvantages, or multicultural backgrounds in their classrooms.

According to Dirkx, Spurgin, Lavin, and Holder (1993), the two topics perceived to be the least

. understood by alf vocational content area teachers are: a) the needs of special populations, and b)

multicultural education.’ University teacher education programs and state certification departments
must consider these research findings and collaborate to implement better preservice programs in
these areas. Garibaldi (1992)-stated "the professional preparation ef preservice teachers must include
additional academic knowledge related to diversity and multicultural contexts that can be incorporated
into their professional education curricula..."(p.24).

Literature confirms that the student population is becoming more diverse. More students with
disabilities, disadvantages, and multicultural backgrounds are entering the classroom. Teachers do
not feel prepared to address that diversity. Therefore, the present study was conducted to determine:
a) the certification requiremeﬁts in each state for regular and vocational teachers regarding students

with disabilities, disadvantages, and muiticultural backgrounds, and b) the perceptions of State

Vocational Special Needs Supervisors concerning the adequacy of their state’s certification
requirements.
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METHOD AND RESULTS
Two questionnaires were sent to each state and the District of Columbia. The first
questionnaire, regarding regalar and vocational teacher certification requirements, was sent to the
| certification division of each department of education. With one follow-up mailing and several

| follow-up telephone calls, a 100% response rate was achieved (N=>51). Results from the first

questionnaire are summarized in Table 1.

The second questionnaire was sent to each state’s Vocational Special Needs Supervisor.
Thirty-seven of the 51 surveys were returned after one foll'ow-up mailing for a 72.5% return rate.
The supervisors were asked to respond to seven questic;ns concerning their perceptions of: a) the
adequacy of certification requirements for vocational educators in their state, and b) the types of
support that the state offers their vocational teachers. Space was provided for comments or
suggestions to each question. Comments and suggestions for improvement provided by the
respondents for each question are summarized in Table 2.

Question One requested supervisors’ perceptions concerning the adequacy of their state’s
ceftiﬁcation requirements for preparing teachers to successfully instruct students with exceptionalities.

Seventy-eight percent (n=29) of the respondents indicated that the certification requirements in their

't

states are not adequate in this'area. Nineteen percent (n=7) stated the requirements are adequate, and

three percent (n=1) were undecided.

Question Two requested supervisors’ perceptions concerning the adequacy of their state’s
certification requirements for preparing teachers to successfully instruct students with disadvantages
and who are at-risk for school failure. Seventy-three percent (n=27) of-the supervisors did not
perceive the certification requirements to be adecsate. Five respondents (13.5%) indicated the
requirements are adequate, and 5 (13.5%) were undecided.

Question Three requested supervisors’ perceptions concerning the adequacy of their state’s

certification requirements for preparing teachers to successfully instruct students with multicultural

ERIC | 6
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backgrounds. Sixty-five percént (n=24) of the supervisors responded that the requirements are 10t
adequate. Sixteen percent (n=6) responded that the requirements are adequate, and 19% (n=7) were -
undecided.

The fourth question asked about the kind of support offered to first year vocational teachers in
each state. Inservice was the most frequently utilized support system (mentioned by 78% of the
respondents). Thirty percent (n=11) of the respondents used mentoring and 24% (n=9) used teacher
induction programs to provide support. The categories of “"teacher assistance teams” and "other"
were both cited by 11% (n=4) of the supervisors as a method of supporting teachers in their first
year.

Question Five was open-ended and requested information on the professional support offered
to all vocational teachers in the respondent’s state. Twenty-four of the 37 respondents (65 %) cited
inservice as a method of support to vocational teachers in their state. State-wide conferences,

professional organizations, workshops, staff development programs and newsletters were also

" mentioned as methods of supporting vocational teachers. Several states offer technical assistance

through consultants and/ur state department personnel. One state offers extensive assistance through
team teaching, visits to other schools, and in-house visits to each other’s classrooms and laboratories.
Another state usés cross-training with academic teachers, summer institutes, mentoring, and teacher
support teams. .

The sixth question requested information about the kind(s) of continuing education that each
state offers vocational teachers. The majority (89%) of supervisors stated workshops as the type of
continuing education most often offered to vocational teachers. Seventy-eight percent (n=29) of the
supervisors cited local district inservice; 24% (n=9) of the supervisors stated that financial assistance

is provided for vocational teachers to take university courses; and 27% (o= 10) said their states offer

-3
|
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"other"” continuin—g education to vocational teachers.

Question Seven asked the supervisors to describe the type of support offered to vocational
teachers in their state regardmg students with special needs. Nineteen (51 %) stated inservice in their
responses, although some indicated that the inservice is limited. Other types of surport reported
were: staff development activities, workshops, cooperation with special education personnel, and
classroom aides.

DISCUSSION AND CONCLUSIONS

Results of the study indicate that Vocational Special Needs Supervisors do not consider
teacher certification requirements to be adequate for preparing teachers to work with students with
disabilities, disadvantages, and multicultural backgrounds. Responses show that preservice teachers in

many states take courses concerning special populations if they want, but are not mandated to do so.

Required coursework may vary from university to university and teachers may receive very different

kinds of training before they enter the classroom.

The National Council for Accreditation of Teacher Education (NCATE) provides three criteria

tor compliance in its standard on professional studies which specify the inclusion of instructional

components that provide experiences related to culturally diverse and exceptional populations
(NCATE, 1992). Colleges and universities which are accredited by NCATE are being held to a
standard which requires them to include content in these areas. Teachers who graduate from NCATE
dccredited \colleges or universities may have adequate instruction in the areas of multicultural,
disadvantaged, and exceptionalities. However, Kzarney & Durand (1992) reported that only a small
minority of WCATE approved postsecondary institutions in the state of New York required education
to prepare teachers to work in mainstreamad classroom settings. Other authors (Garcia & Pugh,

1992; Valverde, 1993) also feel that a one course requirement in multicultural issues is inadequate.

&y}
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Future research questions mayhbe to compz_lre whether teachers who attended NCATE accredited
schools feel more prepared than those who did not; and whether there is a difference between teachers
who graduated from programs that require courses and teachers who graduated from programs that
have the topics covered in general preparation programs. Several vocational special needs supervisors
indicated that universities should take responsibility for ensuring that their graduates are prepared for
the diversity they will face in the classroom. They aiso indicated universities should offer more
courses to prepare teachers to work with a diverse student populatibn and should include more
practical and field-based experiences for preservice teachers.

Responses from participants in this study indicate that inservice was the most frequently used
method of providing 'SL_lpport and continuing education for vocational teachers. This is encouraging
becanse Dirkx, Spurgin, Lavin, & Holder (1993) found that inservice workshops were ranked first or
second by eve;ry .vocational' content area as *he most preferred continuing education activity. . m

Vocationadl special needs supervisors reported that limited state support was available for first

L
" year teachers. A majority of the teacher support and continuing education is determined by local

districts, therefore, there is little consistency even within a state for the type of additiona: training and
support vocational teachers receive concerning special popuiations.

As shown in Table 1, 23 states L:‘e;quire a class in exceptionalities tor regular education
certification, and 21 states for vocational education certificarion. In 1980, it was repo'rted that 15 out
of 50 states had certification re.quirements that included some coursework "“concerning the exceptional
learner for preservice general educators” (Smith & Schindler, 1980, p. 394). A similar study in 1984
found that 19 unidentified states required one course or exceptionalities for certification and two

states were in the process of requiring such a course (Ganschow, Weber, & Davis, 1984). The

present study reveals that in more than a decade, the overall situation concerning teacher certification
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requirements has not changed significantly. Twenty-three states require one or more complete
course(s) at an approved college or university specifically dealing with exceptional students.
Considering the Ganschow et al. study, the findings of the current study are alarming as few states
have added the requirement of a specific course concerning students with exceptionalities since 1984.

Vocational personnel and policy makers can use this information when making reforms in teacher

preparation programs.

10
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